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Essay

Some Notes from History's Undergrounds

By Roderick Gordon and Brian Williams

We know less about the ground under our feet than we know about the skies above our heads.

1. There is a fascination with "what lies beneath," the true under-world. From the Greek myths of Hades and the realm of the dead through the countless examples within European folklore of the creatures that inhabit the underworld, there has long been a deep-seated and superstitious fear of what lurks deep in the earth. 

2. There are many examples of tunnel systems and underground dwellings in major cities: Paris has an infrastructure of historic catacombs and quarries that underlie large areas of the city (the tunnels of the Denfert-Rocherau Ossuary are a particularly grisly example, with whole walls made from neatly stacked human remains, sometimes in decorative patterns). 

3. We drew on other sources for inspiration for Tunnels, such as the mathematician and astrologer Dr. Thomas Dee (1527-1608), who was adviser to Queen Elizabeth I on matters of the occult. He wrote of an ancient city beneath London—also alluded to in Peter Ackroyd's book, The House of Dr. Dee. This led to the chapters on the Eternal City, a forgotten London-beneath-London, which Will and Cal are forced to travel through.

4. There are other more contemporary examples of underground subcultures, such as described in Jennifer Toth's 1993 book The Mole People:

The Mole People: Life in the Tunnels Beneath New York City details Toth's early-90s encounters with several dozen of what she estimated at the time to be 5,000 homeless people living beneath the streets of New York, mostly in subway and railroad tunnels. Particularly large populations inhabit (or inhabited, anyway) the multilevel labyrinths beneath Grand Central and Penn stations. Many tunnel people are solitary loonies not unlike the guys you see living aboveground in cardboard boxes in any large American city. In a few cases, though—this is where it gets truly weird—sizable communities have coalesced, some allegedly numbering 200 people or more, complete with "mayors," elaborate social structures, even electricity. Toth describes one enclave deep under Grand Central with showers using hot water from a leaky steam pipe, cooking and laundry facilities, and an exercise room. The community has a teacher, a nurse, and scampering children. "Runners" return frequently to the surface to scavenge food and such, but others—the real "mole people"—routinely go for a week or more without seeing the light of day.

Source: www.straightdope.com/columns/040109.html

The following is also to be found on the Internet, I believe to also be from Toth's book:

During the Tatar invasions in the Middle Ages, Crimean peoples hid in these old holes. Early Armenians lived in well-like homes, too, as did the people of prehistoric Britain. A series of cylindrical pits near Highfield, one mile south of Salisbury, England, were found on a high chalk ridge. More than 100 such pits have been studied. They vary in depth from seven to fifteen feet, with widths from six to twelve feet. Some experts date them to the Neolithic period; others put them in the Bronze Age. They were probably used mainly in the winter, according to archaeologists. Similar structures for winter use are still found today in remote parts of the Himalayas.

In more modern times, subterranean houses were built in Scotland and Ireland, the Souterrains of France, and the Erdstalle of Germany. In some cases the underground dwellings were inhabited by poverty-stricken workers of the nineteenth and even early twentieth centuries. They were often viewed as subhuman. "Modern Troglodytes" was the title of an article by Robert Garner in The Reliquary in 1865 about his discovery that "whole communities live in subterranean villages, and in our own times, and in mid-England. The New Red Sandstone is particularly tempting for the formation of such dwellings, and was thereto excavated very largely in former times, for instance in Sneinton, and on the Lene in Notts, Nottinghamshire. Also the lime debris near Buxton has been burrowed for the same object," he writes.

The largest remaining village at the time, Garner found, was at Dunsley Rock, known locally as Gibraltar, where seventeen separate underground dwellings housed forty-two people. Other nearby cells cut out of the rock were used as bytes or styes for animals.

He reports asking one "troglodyte woman" how many people lived in one cavelike dwelling. "Nine of we," she replied, with rent three shillings a week. In a pretentious aside, Garner wrote, "We were satisfied with what we had seen of the troglodytes without feeling any strong desire to become a member or any class of them ourselves."

Probably the last underground village in England was the "lime houses" at Buxton in Derbyshire. Lime workers, who were paid pittances and treated much like slaves, burrowed their homes into the spoil heaps from the lime-burning industry. French geologist Faugas de Sant-Fond left this account of a 1784 visit to Buxton: "I looked in vain for the habitations of so many laborers and their numerous families without being able to see so much as one cottage, when at length I discerned that the whole tribe, like so many moles, had formed their residences underground....Not one of them lived in a house."

"Wretched and disgusting are these caves in the extreme," according to an unnamed correspondent Pennick quotes in The Subterranean Kingdom. "And but for having their entrances closed by a door, [they] might be more easily taken for the dens of wolves or bears than the abodes of humanized beings."

Secondhand reports suggest these subhuman conditions existed as late as 1928. "Fortunately," Pennick concludes, "they have now been relegated to the annals of the Industrial Revolution."

Unfortunately, however, they still exist and even flourish—in a different form—in the tunnels and caverns under today's biggest cities. Few are as inhabited as in New York, but many have the potential for the same kind of derelict population to find and settle in them.

Paris, for example, is honeycombed with a network of tunnels beyond those of its famed Metro subway system. Some date from the Gaulist period in prehistoric times. Most are the abandoned workings of mines from which much of the city's building stone was quarried. During the eighteenth century a series of collapses on the surface led to the rediscovery of the abandoned tunnels, which were then used as charnel houses—repositories for the bones of Parisians who had been taken from the graves of overcrowded cemeteries to make more land available for development in the city. The skeletal remains of over three million individuals are said to be deposited in these tunnels known as the "Catacombs."

Rome, London, and Moscow are just a few of the cities where the digging of long subway lines uncovered long-abandoned tunnels. In Rome, workers found cellars, caves, galleries, catacombs, and underground chapels. In Moscow, a warren of tunnels was unearthed that was said to be the legendary Secret City of Ivan the Terrible. Moscow's subways are already said to be home for tens of thousands of post-Communist homeless. In Japan, the homeless frequent Tokyo's subways.

Source: www.course1.winona.msus.edu/pjohnson/e111/toth.htm

Copyright © 2007 by Roderick Gordon and Brian Williams. All rights reserved.
